
A New Town’s Memories 

 

 

Photographing Sarcelles: quite a challenge - for it involves confronting the hazards 

of semantic clichés and visual platitudes. Excerpts. 

Large housing estates, mushroom town, satellite town: first of all we have an aerial view of an 

assembly of high-rise and strip buildings of improbable dimensions, parallelepipeds with 

uncluttered lines stretching as far as the eye can see. 

Sarcelles seems to have come into being in the 1950s when the quiet little town on the 

outskirts of Paris became the flagship of post-war town-planning policy. Between 1954 and 

1976, high-rise and strip buildings sprang up from zero in the middle of fields of cabbages 

and beetroot, and the Sablons and Lochères districts became the largest building site in 

Europe. It was then a real city that rose from the ground, made up of more than 12,000 

dwellings as well as administrative, school, business, leisure and transport amenities. 

Ghetto, deprived area, young people, scuffles, urban violence, riots: this time the shot is dark, 

a night-time view, with a telephoto lens. Cars burning, hooded silhouettes patrolling among 

the wrecks, rubbish bins overturned, and children’s play areas. A helicopter flies over the 

scene while the riot police go into action. 

A symbol of great Modernist achievements, it is also the symbol of the failure of the social 

plan that went with them. From the 1960s “sarcellite”– new town blues – became a national 

scourge, describing suburbs that seemed destined to concentrate all the ills of contemporary 

society. Social tensions that dominate the media scene at regular intervals, dictated by news 

stories and intermittent uprisings. 

 

Between grandeur and decadence, it is indeed a dramatic story that emerges, arousing 

the curiosity of Emmanuelle Bayart. Suspicious of this urban icon with its history full of 

contrasts, the photographer decided to counteract a pervasive visual memory by experiencing 

the place for herself. She chose to get near to it, to walk up and down the streets and across 

the squares to take the town back to the banality of an ordinary day, captured in the light of 

everyday life. Uneventful days when nothing happens, when the calm atmosphere makes it 

possible to apprehend the interstices in the urban fabric. And it is walking around a square 

that a different memory takes shape. No longer the media memory of those who look at the 

Paris suburbs from the outside. But that of the place, the common memory shared by the 

residents which is embodied in the monuments. Thus these monuments become real 

landmarks for a trajectory into the depths of the territory. 

The seeming neutrality of the photographs makes it possible to eliminate anecdote and avoid 

the pitfalls of poetic emphasis, or conversely dramatic emphasis, through the equal clearness 



of the field of view, the choice of a medium shot, and that of an unvarying light. A 

commitment to documentary style which places the photographer’s approach into a tradition 

of urban inventory started by Atget at the beginning of the 20
th

 century, at the same time as 

conversing with Doisneau’s famous photographs of the Parisian suburbs. The post-war black 

and white ones, of course, but also and more particularly the less well-known large-format, 

colour ones from the 1980s. Furthermore, this genealogy cannot ignore the long-running 

chronicle of daily life between the strip buildings recorded by Jacques Windenberger in the 

1990s. Or indeed the critical synthesis of that story by Mathieu Pernot in the decade starting 

in 2000, confronting the happy utopia of garishly coloured postcards with the ruin of the 

social plan that is evaporating in clouds of concrete and steel. 

Using colour and avoiding any emphasis, the photographer here adopts a posture of 

withdrawal; far from isolating her from any point of view, this leaves her the opportunity to 

observe and be surprised. If the steles, plaques and other sculptures say something to her, it is 

firstly their insertion into the townscape that is revealed by the shots taken. No close-ups or 

low-angle enhancement here, the monuments are not in the foreground or in the centre of the 

image. It  is sometimes necessary to look for them, behind the gate, or masked by a clump of 

trees. And it is the lamp-post or the billboard that actually stand out in the eyes of the passer-

by, in a reversal of the hierarchies of the visible that only urban space knows how to achieve. 

Some layouts may give rise to a smile, like those benches arranged in a semicircle opposite 

the bust of Aimé Césaire: conducive to a silent conversation or respectful contemplation? 

Others arouse understandable surprise because of their obvious inappropriateness: was there 

no other place than that roundabout or that street corner where a stele could be installed? 

Finally the background invites us to make our way into a different history, alternating 

between modern blocks of flats and detached villas. As if to remind us that Sarcelles is not 

only a showcase for the town planning of France’s “30 Glorious Years”, which seems 

condemned to remain irretrievably without a past, or even without a future, a housing estate 

predestined to have an ephemeral existence, waiting for an eradication as sudden as its 

emergence. By changing the focal distance, by setting foot on the pavements of these public 

spaces, Emmanuelle Bayart materialises the genetically modified hybrid that the new towns 

represented in their time. She turns her gaze towards the identity that those living there have 

chosen, made up of histories, and memories. 

For memories here are plural, responding to a movement of geographical enlargement going 

out in concentric circles. In the centre there is simply local history, represented by the stele 

dedicated to the honorary citizen Charles Artin. Then comes national memory, with the 

evocation of the French Revolution and the war in Algeria, followed closely by European or 

indeed worldwide memory, with the tributes paid to the soldiers who died for France at 

Verdun in 1914-1918 or in the Resistance in 1939-1945, but also the genocides carried out 

during those periods. And finally international memory, with the black slave trade, slavery, 

apartheid and the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. All these layers that go into constructing the 

history of places, the history of people. 



Hence, through her systematic inventory, Emmanuelle Bayart establishes a memorial 

cartography of the city, immersing us in the labyrinth of histories that intersect and intertwine 

here, asserting their claims and intermingling to end up outlining a multi-faceted identity. 

 

Raphaële Bertho, October 2013. 

 

 

 


